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fundamental	role	 in	 this	 intensive	university	service	delivery	system.	 	This	study’s	aim	was	to	evaluate	
students’	 needs,	 frustrations,	 challenges,	 experiences	 and	 emotions	 as	 actors	within	 a	 people	 intensive	
higher	education	service	delivery	system.	It	places	the	student	as	the	center	of	the	service	design	approach	
and	 highlights	 several	 areas	 of	 exploration	wherein	 students	 are	 actors	within	 the	 system.	 	 The	 study	
adopted	a	qualitative	approach.	Several	group	interviews	were	conducted	with	students.	The	collected	data	
was	analysed	using	an	 inductive	content	analysis	approach.	The	main	results	 indicated	that	overall	 the	
students’	experience	and	emotions	are	positive,	albeit	a	few	areas	of	improvement	is	needed.	Students	need	
extra	attention	during	their	first	year	of	study	and	some	of	the	service	departments	need	improvement.	








different	 challenges	 in	 serving	 student	needs	 (Dell,	 2018).	Originating	 from	an	 imperial	past	 (Strydom,	
2016)	‐	South	Africa’s	very	first	university	being	modelled	on	the	University	of	London	(Carruthers,	2018),	
South	African	Universities	have	evolved	a	lot	over	time,	and	are	very	different	from	their	Western	origins	
and	 more	 transformed	 compared	 to	 the	 start	 of	 1994	 (Bunting,	 2002).	 With	 this	 evolvement	 and	
transformation,	new	opportunities	and	hurdles	have	surfaced.	With	reference	to	students,	South	African	
universities	face	distinctive	challenges	(Dell,	2018),	especially	when	compared	to	its	Western	colleagues	in	




Education,	 students	 with	 inadequate	 funding	 face	 issues	 such	 as	 food	 security,	 accommodation	 and	
obtaining	textbooks.	Most	of	these	students	tend	to	be	poor	black	working‐class	students,	and	these	issues	
require	unique	funding	models.	Government	initiatives	such	as	the	Department	of	Higher	Education	and	







achieving	 this	 objective,	 universities	 are	 faced	 with	 challenges	 in	 the	 form	 of	 student	 pass	 rates	 and	
throughput	rates	and	providing	additional	academic	support	to	struggling	students,	all	whilst	still	ensuring	





In	 addressing	 this	 call	 by	 the	Minister	 of	 Education,	 this	 paper	 aims	 to	 uncover	 student	 problems	 and	
challenges	in	a	South	African	context	and	to	review	possibilities	for	improvement.	The	paper	is	specifically	
positioned	in	a	service	design	thinking	and	systems	theory	approach,	and	therefore	places	the	student	at	










The	 paper	 initiates	 with	 a	 literature	 review	 detailing	 the	 South	 African	 higher	 education	 context	 and	
discusses	university	as	well	as	student	challenges.	This	is	followed	by	an	explanation	of	universities	as	large	
interconnected	systems	and	the	application	of	service	design	thinking	to	understand	and	design	services.	
The	nature	of	 the	paper’s	objectives	called	 for	a	qualitative	research	approach,	which	 is	detailed	 in	 the	
methodology	 section.	 This	 is	 followed	by	 a	 discussion	of	 the	 results,	 findings,	managerial	 implications,	
limitations	and	avenues	for	future	research.		
2. LITERATURE	REVIEW	










South	 Africa	 is	 home	 to	 one	 of	 the	most	 unequal	 societies	 in	 the	 world	 (Baker,	 2019),	 and	 unlike	 its	
Northern	 (USA	 and	Europe)	 or	 often	 referred	 to	 as	Western	world	 counterparts,	 faces	 a	 unique	 set	 of	












universities	with	previously	 advantaged	universities.	This	 reduced	 the	number	of	universities	 in	 South	
Africa	from	36	to	23	(and	later	26	with	the	establishment	of	three	new	universities)	(Davids	&	Waghid,	
2016).		Even	after	the	mergers,	transformation	is	still	an	ongoing	process.	One	example	of	some	of	the	more	
recent	 challenges	 include	 the	 need	 to	 transform	 university	 senates,	 a	 structure	 originating	 from	 a	 UK	
practice,	which	due	to	the	nature	of	the	country’s	history	is	still	described	as	consisting	of	predominantly	
white	 professors,	 with	 limited	 representation	 of	 the	 broader	 university	 student	 and	 staff	 make‐up	





































one	 another	 –	 otherwise	 there	 would	 be	 an	 infinite	 number	 of	 possibilities	 of	 events	 (Albert,	 2016;	




















Service	design	 is	 rooted	 in	 the	application	of	unique	and	creative	ways	of	working	when	 improving	or	
developing	people‐intensive	service	systems.	It	is	also	highly	focused	on	uncovering	and	understanding	the	
different	interactions	that	occur	between	various	stakeholders	during	service	consumption	(Segelström,	
2013).	 By	 reviewing	 these	 interactions,	 a	 service	 design	 approach	 thereby	 attempts	 to	 gain	 a	 holistic	
understanding	of	the	entire	customer	experience	as	the	service	is	received	and	consumed	(Wetter‐Edman,	

























and	 the	 student	 unrest	 of	 recent	 years,	 has	 put	 a	 spotlight	 on	 universities,	 and	 specifically	 students’	
challenges	and	experiences.		Universities	are	big	complex	social	systems	wherein	students	are	role‐players	
or	actors.	Using	a	service	design	and	systems	theory	approach,	the	role	that	the	students	play	within	this	







































































































































Step	3	 –	 Coding	 the	 text.	 Qualitative	 data	 coding	 decisions	 should	 be	 based	 on	 the	 paradigm	 and	 the	
theoretical	 approach	 of	 the	 study.	 The	 following	 coding	 methods	 were	 chosen	 for	 the	 data	 analysis.	
Attribute	Coding	was	used	to	log	essential	descriptive	information	of	the	participants.	In	order	to	tap	into	
the	students’	experience,	In‐Vivo	Coding	was	used	to	honor	the	participants’	voice	and	to	ground	the	data	
analysis	 from	 their	perspective.	 In‐Vivo	Coding	 is	 also	 very	 effective	 to	develop	new	 theories.	 Emotion	
Coding	tap	into	the	participants	inner	cognitive	systems.	Emotion	Coding	was	used	to	label	the	feelings	that	
the	 participants’	 have	 experienced	 and	 used	 the	 list	 of	 six	 main	 emotions	 as	 provided	 by	




become	 stable.	 Check	 if	 the	 category	 system	 fits	 the	 research	question.	 If	 it	 does	not,	 a	 revision	of	 the	
category	definition	is	necessary.	Check	if	the	degree	of	generalisation	is	sufficient.	If	there	are	only	a	few	































G1	 3	 2	 /	
1	
21	/	20	/	20	 2	/	3	/	2	
G2	 5	 4	 /	
1	
21	/	19	/	19	/	22	/	22	 3	/	1	/	2	/	2	/	3	
G3	 5	 1	 /	
4	
20	/	30	/	23	/	22	/	21	 3	/	3	/	2	/	3	/	3	







The	 respondents	 were	 42%	 male	 and	 58%	 female.	 This	 reflects	 the	 South	 African	 population	 which	
stipulates	that	there	are	more	females	(52%)	than	males	(Evans,	2018).	All	the	participants	are	between	











This	 finding	 ties	 in	with	 the	 notion	 that	 South	African	 universities	 are	 responsible	 for	more	 than	 only	
educating	 students	 on	 knowledge.	 Students	 feel	 overwhelmed	 at	 the	 start	 of	 their	 student	 career.	
Universities	should	therefore	appreciate	their	roles	as	more	than	only	knowledge	providers,	but	as	holistic	
service	 providers,	 and	 constituents	 of	 society	 (Dell,	 2018;	 Strydom,	 2016).	 Universities	 should	 help	
students	to	adapt	to	their	new	environment	and	should	provide	continued	support	throughout	the	process.	














their	 lives.	 Yet	 again,	 as	 the	 literature	 suggests,	 universities	 should	 position	 themselves	 in	 taking	 a	
constituent	of	society	role,	and	not	only	an	educator	role	(Strydom,	2016).	Students	feeling	overwhelmed	
in	 their	 first	 year	 has	 been	well	 documented	 in	 the	 literature	 (Bojuwoye,	 2002;	 Zulu,	 2008;	 Beyers	 &	
Joubert;	 2016)	 and	 these	 findings	 suggest	 that	 this	 remains	 a	 critical	 part	 of	 the	 student	 university	




On	 the	 issue	 of	 using	 Blackboard,	 an	 interface	 software	 platform	 between	 student	 and	 lecturers,	 the	
participants	were	very	enthusiastic	and	lorded	many	praises	for	the	system.	The	dominant	themes	picked	
up	here	were	that	Blackboard	is	convenient	and	advanced	and	the	participants	prefer	that	Blackboard	is	







































Lecturers	 fulfill	 numerous	 roles;	 Firstly,	 they	 are	 educators,	 followed	 by	 researchers	 and	 learners	
themselves	who	 not	 only	 share	 their	 research	 knowledge	with	 their	 students,	 but	 also	 teach	 students	
critical	and	reflective	thinking.	Lastly,	and	very	importantly,	lecturers	are	also	motivators	and	supporters,	
and	should	view	 their	 role	as	being	 important	 facilitators	and/or	mediators	of	 the	 learning	experience	
(McGie,	 2008).	 Students	 clearly	 appreciate	 consulting,	 with	 both	 lecturers	 and	 tutors,	 as	 a	 form	 of	






































departments.	 University	 enrolments	 are	 also	 growing	 rapidly	 (Mabelebele,	 2015;	 Mushemeza,	 2016;	
Malele,	2011).		Service	departments	are	responsible	for	servicing	all	students	in	a	faculty,	not	just	a	specific	
segment	of	students	(as	is	the	case	of	a	home	department).	It	may	therefore,	like	the	finance	departments,	
be	 possible	 that	 the	 student	 numbers	 are	 placing	 pressures	 on	 these	 systems,	 potentially	 resulting	 in	
overworked	 service	 department	 staff	 that	 start	 to	 lose	 compassion	with	 student	 problems	 as	 they	 are	
exposed	to	so	many	student	queries	in	a	day.	The	same	argument	may	also	be	made	to	excessive	queues	
and	waiting	periods	with	bus	services;	 there	 is	an	 increase	 in	student	demand,	with	university	systems	
unable	to	keep	up	with	these.	These	are	challenging	times	for	universities,	because	there	are	not	necessarily	
budgets	available	 to	provide	this	additional	support	–	South	African	government	pushes	universities	 to	























In	 summary,	 the	 feedback	 received	 in	 general	 reflect	 a	 positive	 attitude.	 The	 participants	 valued	 their	


























It	 was	 also	 evident	 that	 students	 are	 uncertain	 about	 certain	 policies	 and	 procedures	 which	 places	

















create	 the	 service	 experience,	 further	 research	 may	 be	 conducted	 on	 specifically	 the	 service	 staff’s	
experience	at	this	institution,	in	order	to	gain	their	perspective	and	to	match	and	solve	the	tension	points	
between	 the	engagements	 taking	place.	 	As	 the	participants	view	the	departments	 in	such	a	good	 light,	
further	research	could	also	explore	the	view	of	the	home	departments	as	service	providers	and	their	roles	
in	the	student’s	education	experience	and	service	needs.	It	is	also	encouraged	that	researchers	from	other	








that	 despite	 many	 times,	 because	 of	 bad	 press	 and	 student	 riots,	 one	 would	 think	 that	 the	 students	
experience	 the	university	 system	as	wanting.	This	paper	proved	quite	 the	 contradiction	–	 students	are	
generally	 happy.	 b)	 	Undergraduate	 students’	emotions	experienced	as	actors	within	a	university	 system;	
similar	to	previous	literature,	students	seemed	most	distressed	at	the	start	of	their	academic	career	and	
experience	 emotions	 of	 feeling	 overwhelmed	 and	 confused.	 	 Continued	 support	 should	 therefore	 be	
provided	 during	 the	 first	 year.	 These	 feelings	 later	 turn	 into	 stronger	 confidence	 and	 feelings	 of	
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